Workman 1
Purchased Race
Critical readings of Charles Brockden Brown’s Arthur Mervyn, or Memoirs of the Year
1793 often focus on the moral character of the primary figure of the story, Arthur Mervyn. As
Emory Elliot expressed, “There is no issue in the criticism of Brown’s work over which there is
more disagreement than the question of Mervyn’s character” (142). From his marriage to Achsa
Fielding to his self-proclaimed morality juxtaposed with his participation in murder, critics have
raised many questions about the type of person that Mervyn truly is, trying to reconcile his
decisions with his own expressed opinions and his actions. While readings focused on Mervyn’s
character and moral fiber offer invaluable insight, a critical aspect that could influence these
readings may have been neglected. The role of race within this story reveals interesting aspects
of the characters and circumstances involved. Philip Gould observes that African Americans
“were caught in…social slavery” (173), social limitations and controls that inhibited freedom to
move up on the socio-economic ladder. I argue that Mervyn, though white, falls into this social
slavery as well, acting as a racial non-white other, showing that within Arthur Mervyn race
(black/white) exists in great part as a socio-economic construct, not merely a matter of color.
This reading offers new views into Mervyn’s motives, and relationships throughout the story.
The first counter-argument to this thesis could respond to the equating of Mervyn to an
African American. As a white American during this time, Mervyn would almost certainly
exercise a greater level of autonomy than those of African heritage. The scene where Mr.
Estwick finds Mervyn unconscious on the floor then immediately draws the conclusion that it
must have been the black servant of the dying man who attacked Arthur seems to imply that
Arthur remains, at least in part above, the social status of an African American, since Mr.
Estwick dismisses any possible foul play or mistake on Mervyn’s part. However, like African
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Americans during this time, Arthur Mervyn has little to no hope of social status improvement,
due to his poverty, lack of education, and lost inheritance. Though perhaps not immediately
suspected of robbery like the black servant, Mervyn remains without any kind of distinct
advantage over the African American servant. In fact, the association between Mervyn and the
supposed black attacker significantly creates a connection between Mervyn and African
Americans: as he looks in the mirror, he does not see himself, but rather a socio-economic equal.
As a disinherited, non-landowning, poor farmer class man, Mervyn has no social power
whatsoever. People may not see him as a dishonest looter, but they also do not see him as their
equal.
The text portrays this idea with at least two examples. First is Mervyn’s initial run-in with
Wallace, who takes advantage of Mervyn’s lower class (he lures Mervyn with the promise of a
place to sleep, something Mervyn does not possess) to make sport of him and his humble
situation, the “victim of malicious artifice” (29). Should Wallace see Mervyn as a social equal,
such a prank would likely not occur. Instead, Wallace takes advantage of someone he sees as his
social inferior, putting a man at risk for his own amusement. A second example comes in
Mervyn’s first interaction with Welbeck. Here, Welbeck readily accepts Mervyn, a complete
stranger, into his home in the role equivalent to an indentured servant. Like the black nurses who
were hired out of necessity, Welbeck hires Mervyn out of a sense of necessity. Welbeck’s
willingness to contract Mervyn demonstrates the vast social and economic chasm between them,
and Welbeck’s own perception of Mervyn: a lesser person, worthy of servitude (which is ironic
because Welbeck himself rose from meager means). In fact, Mervyn even presents himself in
this manner. For Mervyn, this opportunity represents the closest thing at the time to realistically
obtaining status: connecting himself to a wealthy house. As Mervyn himself notes, “I was
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traversing that path a barefoot beggar; now I am thus” with “thus” meaning dressed in fine
clothing (40). Significantly, as Mervyn looks at himself in the mirror, he could “scarcely
recognize any lineaments of [his] own” (40), demonstrating his partial and pseudotransformation. He does not actually rise in social standing here, but rather prepares himself,
creates the potential, to do so. Also significant is the entrance of a black servant that “roused”
him from his thoughts (41). This indicates a connection between Mervyn’s social status and that
of African Americans: in this context they are the same. Mervyn’s potential in this moment
seems to indicate the possibility of social mobility. Similarly, African Americans during this
time experienced a suspension of social inhibitions as they became key hospital workers and
morticians during the plague. Gould notes the “need for African American labor” during the
plague in Philadelphia (171), as many white citizens remained unwilling or incapable of
performing critical tasks. This labor parallels Mervyn’s own pseudo-suspension of class because
of the plague as he bypasses social norms and finds refuge in the house of Welbeck. In this way
we can see that Mervyns’s socio-economic situation runs parallel to that of African Americans of
the time.
Another possible contrary argument could involve the fact that in the end, Mervyn does
actually succeed in climbing the ladder of social standing by his marrying of Achsa Fielding.
Indeed, Achsa herself seems to break this idea of race as a socio-economic construct, being
described as “tawney as a moor” (Brown 320). In actuality she fulfills this argument, proving
that despite her dark skin, she can transcend normal constructs of color because of her wealth.
Elliott describes Achsa and Mervyn’s relationship as one of finding religious identity and
significance for Mervyn (158). However effective, this reading ignores the social implications
involved in their relationship. Mervyn’s very union and identification with someone of a
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different ethnicity serves to illustrate his relationship to the normally marginalized other. Having
lived on the outskirts of society himself because of his social status, he finds freedom in someone
else who should have also experienced this same marginalization, but whose wealth allows for
escape from color-based social norms. In a reversal, the African American elevates the white
American in both social and economic standing, rather than the perhaps expected inverse.
Mervyn rises from the figurative racial blackness of poverty and social destitution to become a
white (wealthy) elite. This may grant greater insight into Mervyn’s motivation to marry Achsa.
While he professes love, and even appears jealous of other possible suitors, considering his own
acknowledgement of the desire for a life of ease and luxury, the social and economic gains
represented by Achsa would appear irresistible. From this perspective, his marriage relationship
with her becomes more understandable, less a moral question, as is commonly disputed, and
more a question of status.
Achsa and Mervyn’s relationship itself demonstrates ideas of social status. Mervyn
repeatedly refers to Achsa as “good mamma” (Brown 306) or some other such derivative. This
adds to the idea that Mervyn identifies on a social, even familial level with Achsa. In referring to
her in this way, he also implies a self-elevation, joining her social and economic circle by
association. While Elliott insightfully sees this idea as an “oedipal dream” (158), the socioeconomic reading grants another facet of motivation for Mervyn’s actions and perspectives. In
his seeking for self-elevation of status, he comes to see Achsa as the mother of his fortune, the
source of his social growth. In Achsa his rebirth can happen, from metaphorically nonwhite
social outcast to white power wielder. His marriage to her also represents a social contract, a
legal binding that automatically elevates him to equal status with his wife. This helps to explain
why he stops pursuing his relationship with Eliza Hadwin. Siân Roberts observes that “neither of

Workman 5
them [Eliza or Arthur] has much of anything to exchange, as both are…destitute…Their union
consequently augments one another” (321). Mervyn recognizes that with the loss of Eliza’s
inheritance, he cannot realize his aspirations of social and economic growth. He instead “rejects
Eliza, because the product of their combined deficiencies would only result in something less
than a complete individual…” (321). These social and monetary ideas serve to illuminate
different aspects of Mervyn’s motivation. While he may have felt attached to Eliza, such
sentiment cannot yield the societal growth he craves. They would both remain the equivalent of
non-white others, penniless, property-less, and without chance of reversing that situation.
Sentimental connection, then, cannot satisfy Mervyn.
Mervyn’s relationships with others further highlight this factor of socio-economic
determination of racial status. At the beginning of his narrative, Arthur Mervyn describes his
hopes for inheriting his father’s farm one day, a hope that represents maintaining land-owning
status and thus a higher social standing. Betty Lawrence, the family milk-maid, effectively
dashes these hopes when she marries Mervyn’s father. In this example we see an indentured
servant, equivalent to a non-white without property or priveliges of white elites, elevated to a
property holder, with “scornful affectation and awkward dignity” and dress of a “more
fashionable texture” (Brown 15) representing her rise, and simultaneously demoting Mervyn to a
landless and thus powerless beggar. A visible parallel even exists in their clothing as Mervyn
describes his clothes as “the homeliest of texture and shape” (19) contrasted with Betty’s
comparatively more lavish clothing. As he leaves home, now equivalent in social capacity to an
African American, men cheat him out of his money, as they might swindle someone they
consider of lesser rank or intelligence. This represents Mervyn’s final descent from his father’s
estate and his original social and economic status.
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Importantly, Mervyn himself identifies on some level with the African American
community. When he returns to Philadelphia and discovers Wallace, he hears of the state of the
hospital, instilling in him a sense of horror for the conditions of the sick. Interestingly, and
significantly, he feels a desire to help, to create better conditions for the sick. This connects with
the fact that the workers in the hospital mostly included African Americans, as they were the
only people willing and available to work there. The fact that Mervyn connects with them in this
way shows that he associates himself with their socio-economic standing and responsibility.
Therefore, whether we as readers and critics think it appropriate or too presumptuous to claim
Mervyn maintains equally marginalized status as the African American community becomes
somewhat immaterial because he identifies with that group on a basic level of their involvement
in society. This becomes even more significant when we realize that during this time people saw
poor “white selfishness and black benevolence” (Gould 175), indicating that Mervyn does not fit
in with the normal poor white, but with the African American group. While it may appear that
this breaks the pattern of seeking social standing, in actuality this represents an opportunity for
Mervyn to go beyond his relatively powerless and potential-less position at this time. The plague
provided an interesting opportunity for social mobility, as the uneducated non-white gained
access to work and education normally unavailable, and Mervyn recognizes that he falls into the
group that can benefit from this unique variance. He may have even latched on to the passing
comment made by Wallace about the “enormous wages” that the nurses received (Brown 132).
This could further motivate Mervyn with the promise of money that would assist in his social
and economic growth.
Perhaps one of the most interesting examples of the potential of socio-economic gain for
Mervyn appears in the form of the twenty thousand dollars that he finds in the book of the Lodi
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heir. Upon finding the money, Mervyn recognizes the potential behind the bank notes, “all the
instruments of his pleasure” now available to him (Brown 99). However, unlike other situations,
here he does not apparently decide to utilize the money for personal gain. The idea is tempting,
but in the end his decision remains to return the money to Clemenza Lodi. This example stands
out as exceptional because he does not apparently seek personal progress through the means
discovered. Several possibilities exist that could explain the motivation behind this. First,
Mervyn may have thought that in returning the money, he would have another opportunity at
joining with Clemenza, and thus still improve his social standing, leaving behind his non-white
status through marriage. He never expresses this idea, but as he already entertained fantasies to
this effect, the idea certainly continues in the realm of possibilities. Mervyn may also have
connected keeping the money with the substantiating of anti-black sentiment that the black
Americans extorted and took advantage of the plague situation to gain wealth. The white
population accused the African Americans of “extortion” (Gould 178), and if Mervyn strongly
identified with the blacks as a marginalized non-white himself, he would not want to further
damage his own image by keeping the money and validating the claims of dishonesty and theft.
This idea evolves further to Mervyn striving to maintain an honest reputation when he burns the
notes. Welbeck, in a last ditch attempt to con the money from Mervyn tells him that the bills “are
forged” (Brown 158). Mervyn’s response occurs almost instantaneously: “I was eager to
surrender these fatal bills…I held them in the flame of the candle, and then threw them, blazing,
on the floor” (159). In order to maintain his reputation and not damage his potential for what he
considers true socio-economic progress, Mervyn burns the bills. In his mind they have
transformed from a means to advancement to a form of personal arrest. A final reason he may
have sought to return or rid himself of the bills could include his desire to advance his social
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standing with Dr. Stevens. Since he acts as narrator, recounting his story to the doctor, Mervyn
would most certainly want to appear to act honorably, as one would expect of a higher social
class. He seeks recognition in the eyes of a man, a doctor, who has the ability to grant
advancement in society. Whatever the reason, motives connected with personal benefit seem to
connect in some way. Mervyn remains driven by his desire to regain and even surpass his
youthful dreams of having socio-economic standing. In order to do so, he must both live up to
the ideal of the benevolent black, as well as surpass the potential previously expected in order to
create the life of luxury he craves.
While the moral fiber of Arthur Mervyn remains an important aspect of criticism, the
socio-economic perspective can lend greater insight into his motivation, as well as his morality.
By recognizing the social settings and motivations of the time, we can better understand the
driving forces behind characters’ choices. Such flux in social status would have made the
wealthy of that time nervous. Perhaps this factors into their accusations of the African Americans
as extortionists. Seeing the historically captive lower classes gain power would serve to disrupt
the balance of power. As a power vacuum opened up in the wake of the yellow fever plague,
Arthur Mervyn overcame his reduced station and sought to earn his color back. Ironically, it is
through marriage to a black woman that Mervyn attains white elite status.
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